The Best We Could Do (Bui 2016) , concentrating on the comics' central themes of family and national identity. I then compare these comics to the American mainstream Vietnam war series
The 'Nam (Marvel, 1986-93) , performing close readings of two scenes and considering what the shift in representational strategy and conflict framing means for narratives of Vietnam in particular and, more broadly, for comics of memory, violence and conflict.
The Vietnam War is, to date, the longest-running conflict in US history, lasting from 1 November 1955 to 30 April 1975. As I have discussed elsewhere, the war is unique in its timeline and reception in that it had neither clearly defined enemy nor battlefields, which fuelled anti-war protests in the United States and diminished morale of soldiers in theatre (Earle 2018) . The Vietnam War marks a turning point in the diagnosis and treatment of warrelated mental illness, typified in Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), a condition that had been discussed in both medical and cultural documents since the ancient Greeks, but which only enters the diagnostic arena in 1980. When asked to think of a visual narrative of Vietnam, the average (anglophone) person is spoiled for choice. Since the end of the war, it has become one of the most popular topics for American-made war films, surpassed only by the Second World War. 2 These films tend to follow the same basic plot line and consist of a small cast of stock characters. A young, naïve conscripted soldier arrives in Vietnam and is placed in a platoon of similarly unqualified soldiers, many of them plagued by drug dependency or unspecified mental health difficulties. The protagonist will witness horrific events and struggle with the internal politics of the platoon. Ultimately, he will survive but return home to the United States as a changed man. These films' trajectories have much in common with the typical structure of a Bildungsroman in that the protagonist must learn about himself and move through various states before 'arriving' at his mature, adult self. This model is most clearly 4 exemplified in Oliver Stone's award-winning Platoon (1986) and the character of Chris Taylor, played by Charlie Sheen.
In comics, too, this model has become the go-to for many war comics, a term I am employing as an umbrella for all comics that are primarily focussed on a conflict event between nations; the action within the comic is prompted by the external conflict event, to which the protagonists react. Vietnam is a key milestone in mainstream comics history, as it marks a significant upsurge in the popularity of superheroes and their return to prominence within the mainstream. Superhero comics had been less popular in the years directly following the Second World War, with horror and crime comics being the biggest sellers by a healthy margin. The implementation of the 1956 Comics Code Authority censored many of the narrative techniques and themes that were central to the most popular genres. For example, the CCA guidelines expressly forbid 'all scenes of horror, excessive bloodshed, gory or gruesome crimes, depravity, lust, sadism, [and] masochism', as well as 'all lurid, unsavory, gruesome illustrations' (quoted in Nyberg 1994) . Such representations of gore were central to the typical narratives in horror comics and to ban them meant to demand massive changes to the existing publications. In basic terms, this meant that their continued publication was no longer tenable and so superhero narratives were rebooted to fill the gap left in publication catalogues, as Richard […] false in every detail', can be difficult to see as anything other than Hollywood propaganda (Adler 1968: 49) . In addition, the music charts of the 1960s saw several overtly pro-war songs at top positions, including 'The Ballad Of The Green Berets', written by Staff Sgt. Barry Sadler, which spent five weeks at the top of the US Chart in 1966, and 'Okie from Muskogee', which earned the writer/performer Merle Haggard a trip to perform at the White House for Richard Nixon.
This model of conflict narrative is inherently flawed and exclusionary, while also contributing to the whitewashing and androcentricity of conflict experience. The protagonist is, almost always, a young, white, male soldier who leaves his tour having gone through a profound mental and emotional shift; the focus is firmly on the military conflict and Vietnam as a theatre of war, without nuance of the country itself. Additionally, any representation of the Vietnamese is a blanket image of the 'evil other', with combatants from both the north and south grouped together as 'the aggressor'. As with all stereotypical renderings, this one is laced with a modicum of truth. The vast majority of service personnel were white American maleswomen were confined to support roles, mostly as nurses -and the vast majority of them were in their early 20s, according to statistics from the American War Library (American War Library Website 2018). However, the overall story that is told in the US-centric Vietnam narrative has no room for anyone who exists contrary to this stereotype, nor for the concept of an American defeat. This is not to say that the 'classic' Vietnam narrative has retained its Manichean emphasis. In an article published elsewhere, I have outlined the shift in focus from bold military success in theatre to traumatic memory among returned veterans (Earle 2018) . Jacket (Kubrick, 1987) . In American-made military-centred narratives of Vietnam, the Vietnamese receive no positive input into their own representation and are used as bit players; in anglophone representations, this is the image of Vietnam that endures. As Nguyen writes, 'wealthy and powerful countries can export their memories more effectively than poorer ones' 7 (2015: 312). However, in recent years the accepted narrative is beginning to change. Both Vietnamerica (Tran 2010) and The Best We Could Do (Bui 2016) If one were to pick up either Vietnamerica or The Best We Could Do (henceforth TBWCD), expecting a vibrant war narrative, with bombs and detailed interactions between hardboiled military personnel, one would be disappointed. These two comics are not war comics in the sense that we may think but they still fit with the umbrella heading I gave at the beginning of this article, as the catalyst for action is a conflict and the characters are bound up in events that occur because of it. The US-centric comic of Vietnam is concerned solely with Americans, 8000 miles from home and in no way engaging in acts that then echo into their later lives (although we know from the huge numbers of returning veterans who were later diagnosed with PTSD or similar war-related mental health condition that the war experience had massive impact on them) (Kolb 1986 family histories and identity construction. The speaker is Tran's mother, Dzung, speaking as the family returns to Vietnam to visit; this is GB's first trip to his parents' homeland. 3 Alaina Kaus writes that 'through this interplay between word and image, GB is able to span two temporal periods in one instance, juxtaposing them to emphasize the necessity of telling the past, which, though past, remains present ' (2016: 5) .
The decision to start this book by talking about departures and endings, despite it being in tandem with an arrival, is a curious one. Caroline Hong writes:
The nonlinear structure […] depicting GB's trip narratively before his parents' much earlier return, serves to close the gap between the two trips and render the timeline of these histories less important than their parallel nature. Rather than emphasize chronology and hierarchy, Tran creates a genealogy that highlights shared 9 experiences across generations, something unimaginable to GB prior to his journey. traumatization on their own upbringing. In discussing her father's role as chief childminder while her mother worked in a circuit board factory, Bui describes her fear of him, adding 'I had no idea that the terror I felt was only the long shadow of his own ' (2017: 129 would not be a stretch to conflate with 'deaths') on the page -often in adjoining or overlapping panels -Bui maps her own history onto the wider history of the country. Her family is breaking and remaking itself as the country does the same. The events that are mentioned received massive amounts of news coverage internationally, with nightly updates being broadcast on American television news. The number of servicemen killed in action was of interest; the number of babies born into conflict was not -this is the invisible counter-war, existing in parallel and in silence. Her father speaks of General Loan, made infamous in Eddie Adams' 1968 photograph Saigon Execution, with ambiguity, leaving Thi trying to decide whether or not her father supported the General's actions. These contradictions trouble her but 'so did the oversimplifications and stereotypes in American versions' of the war (Bui 2017: 207) . She sees the stereotypes as being in three distinct groups: the 'good guys' (the Americans), the 'bad guys' (the Viet Cong, who are 'very hard to see') and the 'South Vietnamese' (encompassing 'bar girls and hookers, corrupt leaders, small, effete men and papa-san'). The reader is, we hope, aware of the nuance and enormous complexity of the conflict by this point in the text and the three categories appear at best laughably naïve, at worst offensive and culturally insensitive. How do these comics compare to the US-centric mainstream? It may appear that the only thing they have in common is the focus on a specific conflict, even though each aspect is framed differently across the two types of narrative. However, at the level of the story arcs, there are similarities in both narrative technique and framing devices, as I discuss in due course.
However, first it is necessary to introduce The 'Nam and explain the ethos of this publication.
The 'Nam was first released over a decade after the end of the war; mainstream comics sales had increased massively during the war and servicemen were a key market. The series follows the constraints of both the Marvel 'house style' and the guidelines of the Comics Code Authority, narrowing the options of the creators to a large degree, as I discuss elsewhere (Earle 2017 ). These constraints combined create a text that ignores many aspects of the soldiers' experience of Vietnam (notably swearing and drug usage) but also creates a series that can speak to some of the intense trauma that many servicemen endured. The series included retellings of historical events of the war, including the Tet Offensive and the shooting of Eddie Adams' famous Saigon Execution photograph (Adams 1968) . Vietnamerica and TBWCD discuss historical events and their direct impact on the creators' families to tie together personal and national narratives; in The 'Nam the events are used to lend legitimacy to the representations within the series.
One pair of scenes in particular demonstrates the similarity in stories at the formal level. In Vietnamerica, Tran recounts the story of his parents' courtship and marriage through a letter from his uncle, Vinh, to his mother, Dzung, and her reply. Vinh has been drafted into the ARVN. His letter appears in fragments over fifteen pages. The juxtaposition between the letter 15 fragments and the images is jarring in some places and oddly harmonious in others. In Vinh's letter, he worries about his sister's engagement to an older man, the panels show Dzung introducing her partner, Tri, to her parents and their subsequent marriage. The narrative told in the images then follows the couple through the birth of their first child and a series of quotidian scenes that are typical for such a family. The letter, despite being written by an active serviceman in theatre, speaks mostly of Vinh's boredom and the lack of any entertainment or enjoyment for him and his fellow troops. Dzung's reply is set against a very different set of panels. At first we see the banality that Vinh described; he is pictured sitting on a beach with his fellow servicemen, laughing and joking. As the letter fragment asks, 'will the army let you come home to celebrate [Tet] with us?', Vinh triggers a landmine; the explosion draws enemy fire (Tran 2010: 175) . The letter fragments ask Vinh to stay safe and to write soon, as the panels show a terrified group of soldiers running for cover (see Figure 4) . The final page of the scene shows Vinh, lying on the sand and bleeding heavily from a gunshot wound. The violence of the action jars with the softness of the letter's words. They are obviously written by a concerned sister who fears the exact events that are occurring in the panels themselves. The image of the dying Vinh is presented as a bleed on the verso of the page. As the page is turned, the reader moves from the panicked eyes of Vinh to his prone body. The extreme juxtaposition of letter and action are made manifest in the violence of the image. The epistolary framing device ties the everyday lives of Vietnamese civilians with the combat roles of the ARVN, bringing into harsh focus the extremes of daily life that were experienced by the Vietnamese during the war. The use of an epistolary framing device occurs in several issues of The 'Nam, a Marvel series that ran from 1986 to 1993. The series began by following the tour of Private Ed Marks and his fellow servicemen during their twelve-month tours. Elsewhere, I have discussed the series at length and outlined the ways in which it both subscribes to and provides a counternarrative to the classic Vietnam story. 4 The 'Nam places Manichean depictions of conflict alongside nuanced representations of trauma. The series has little in common with either Vietnamerica or The Best We Could Do. We find common ground in the use of the epistolary frame. In From Cedar Falls, with Love, the narrative follows Marks' letter to his parents and, as with Vinh's letter in Vietnamerica, the words and images do not relate to each other (Murray and Golden 2010) . Marks describes the events of Operation Cedar Falls in straightforward language that does not capture the full horror of his experiences. Marks describes tasks as innocuous as 'helping to cordon the perimeter', a description accompanied by an image of a Vietnamese man on a bike being shot in the back with an M14 rifle. In the next panel, Marks explains that 'it wasn't an easy job but on the whole we managed to do it' (Murray and Golden 2010: 36) . The captions alone produce a calm and relatively banal account, neither lie nor truth. For Marks, as with so many soldiers, his key concern is his own survival and the survival of his fellow soldiers. Whereas for Tran, the disjunction between image and word demonstrates the gaps in understanding between family members, even those of the same generation, for Marks in The 'Nam the disjunction is in his perception of events.
These examples show that the experiences of war are not so different across populations, despite what the gross disparity in national narratives may say. The US-centric mainstream and contemporary memoir comics have a common ancestor and the narrative techniques that are used are not dissimilar. The cruder message here is that there is common ground between the individual participants of conflict. These individuals have families and write letters. The broader issue of the epistolary frame relates to the comics form and the limitations of narratives of trauma. In both Tran and The 'Nam, the letters themselves do not reveal the true horrors of the conflict; the recipient is none the wiser. Neither, too, do the images convey all dimensions of the conflict. They may represent the raw facts but it is in the disjunction of word and image that the truth of the matter is found. There is no way for the letters' recipients to truly understand, nor is there a way for the letter writers (witnesses to the events) to articulate. This is the crux of the trauma of the narrative. This is also the crux of the identity crisis that both Tran and Bui are working through in their respective texts. They are the letter recipients of their own family history and they struggle to understand the stories of the war in which their families grew and, in the case of Bui, into which they were born.
Why is this important? These two sets of comics have little in common. It is likely that the readership groups do not overlap; a reader looking for a Vietnam War comic is more likely to head for The 'Nam than Vietnamerica. However, these are very important distinctions. As I have argued, the two moves that have occurred in comics of conflict are clearly demarked here. We have moved from glorification in Our Army at War (1952-77) and Sgt. Fury and his Howling Commandos (1963-81) to foregrounding the traumatic response of returned veterans in later issues of The 'Nam (1986-93) These comics refer to a conflict that officially ended over 40 years ago but demonstrate myriad possibilities for representations of displaced persons and civilian-conflict narratives.
That they have taken a conflict that is generally 'known' and are approaching it from a new dimension not only allows us to form questions regarding whether we really do 'know' these events at all but also creates a framework of representation that can be taken up by the 'other side' of more recent international conflicts. We are already seeing comics war memoirs from previously ignored perspectives; key examples include Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis (Satrapi 2000) and Riad Sattouf's The Arab of the Future (Sattouf 2015) , both of which give voice to the children of conflict and use a naïve perspective to reframe complex geopolitical struggles through the eye of an innocent witness. Both Vietnamerica and TBWCD engage with the child witness but in different ways. Bui recalls her own childhood, viewing her past naiveté through mature eyes to reconcile her past and present thoughts on her own identity, while Tran uses the voice of his mother and her memories in tandem with his understanding of his own childhood to reconstruct his personal narrative of the conflict. Both texts, along with the works of Sattouf and Satrapi, as well as the conflict narratives of comics journalists such as Joe Sacco
and Sarah Glidden, demonstrate that these events and their myriad perspectives not only deserve attention but demand it. It is only through a nuanced understanding of a conflict event that we can begin to understand it; texts such as Vietnamerica and TBWCD, which explicitly reframe existing conflict narratives, are an excellent first step towards a wider understanding of the importance of this kind of nuance.
Developing comics as a way to present contrasting perspectives on conflict gives voice to those who are otherwise silenced by mainstream narratives of conflict. The use of comics for the empowerment of war-torn or displaced communities is a theme that I will be carrying forward in future research and is a growing area of academic interest within the field. Recent These texts do not replace the classic narrative of Vietnam, but they sit alongside it to offer a counter-narrative to that which is put in place by American mythmakers, rounding out the characters and ensuring that the struggles of the Vietnamese -and their own stories of the war -are not lost.
